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            1. Scent of Lilies

          

        

      

    

    
      The sticky-sweet scent of lilies filled the Lord Jayden Hathway's noxious but very nicely appointed reception room. Wynne rubbed his nose. It couldn't be lilacs. The lilacs were in bloom. He'd passed two mile-long hedges of lovely purple lilac in full bloom riding in here and not one lilac to be seen in the house. At least their scent was bearable, unlike lilies. Lilies just smelled like sweet death, not like spring and new life and growth.

      The whole reception room stank of them. Lord Hathway apparently thought that lilies were the best flower in existence because there were six huge vases of the damnable things commanding the room on heavy black area tables that were slowly turning gold from the scattered pollen. The huge round oak table in the center of the room had a vase full of so many of the thrice-damned lilies that Lord Hathway must have bought out two whole hothouses to fill it.

      The white and gold wallpaper had lilies embossed on it. The stained glass in the great windows that showed just how powerful and rich Lord Hathway were gigantic lilies that loomed over Wynne like the angels of death and corruption.

      Even the imported hand-woven carpet under that oak table had lilies woven into it.

      Wynne rubbed his nose again, trying to keep from sneezing yet again. It was a losing battle and he knew it. If Casey, Lord Donaghue, hadn't insisted that Wynn had to be the one to pick up the damnable marriage contract Wynne would've walked right back out the instant he was shown to this room. It was his normal policy when confronted with lilies.

      They stank so terribly.

      Their daughter Hildred was going to kneecap Casey. This whole arranged marriage thing was a disaster waiting to happen. Politics. Politics and lilies. Nothing about this was promising.

      "Come on," Wynne wheezed as he pinched his nostrils together so that he wouldn't start sneezing so hard that he couldn't stop until he fell down.

      Didn't work.

      The burning in his sinuses increased until Wynne had to gulp for air that only increased the burning sensation. He sneezed. And sneezed. And sneezed so hard that he saw stars, his breath whooped in his chest and his knees damn near gave way under him.

      "Oh, damn it all," someone said as they grabbed Wynne and hustled him right out of the lily-filled hell of a reception room. "Come on, with me now. Move, move, move!"

      Wynne went along with him, whoever he was. The air outside of the reception room was better but his face felt hot and his throat was burning nearly as bad as his sinuses. They stumbled outside together, and Wynne realized, with some distant level of alarm, that he couldn't quite see where they were.

      His eyes had swollen so badly that he couldn't see.

      Nor could he sneeze, even though his body kept trying to sneeze and cough at the same time.

      Oh.

      Allergic reaction.

      Oh, damn.

      Fingers pinched Wynne's nose before he was plunged head-first into the horses' watering trough. There were voices all around, shouting and frightened, but the water did a lovely job washing off the damned lily pollen.

      Did nothing whatsoever to save Wynne from his allergic reaction. Casey was going to have a fit. Such a fit. Wynne's chest heaved as he tried and failed to breathe. The cough that wracked his body wrenched muscles in his back and stomach and his head felt as though it would explode at any second.

      Then magic flowed into Wynne.

      It slipped into his blood exactly like a cut vein spilled blood out, sharp and sudden. Magic flooded into him to push his blood out of the way. His heart fluttered as the magic reached it. Stilled, jerked, then thumped so hard that Wynne's legs gave way in earnest.

      He didn't feel the ground impacting his knees nor the hands holding him up. There was only the magic tearing through his body as it drove the pollen straight out of him and then opened his eyes and throat and nose and lungs.

      Then it was gone.

      "Bloody fucking hell," Wynne wheezed.

      Captain Teddie McInnes, his second in command, snarled as he pulled Wynne away from the horse trough. "Keep your distance, damn you!"

      "Oh, stop it, you idiot," Wynne snapped at him as he wiped water from his no-longer-swollen eyes. "The man saved my life. Show some respect."

      The man, because of course Wynne's luck went that way, was Lord Jayden Hathway himself, dressed in a fine blue silk suit jacket with matching silk breeches that were both soaked through. His cravat was dripping water and his cheek was bright red with a blooming bruise.

      "Who punched him?" Wynne demanded of Teddie because who else would have done that? Hot-headed Teddie was as likely to punch as he was to bow to someone.

      "Actually, that was you," Lord Hathway said while rubbing his cheek with one finger. The bruise faded away under his touch. "Took an elbow to the jaw when I dunked you. My own fault for not making sure I had your limbs under control."

      "Well, my apologies then," Wynne said with a proper bow that Lord Hathway nodded his acceptance of. "And my thanks for saving my life."

      He sighed and looked at the front door where it seemed half the staff and all of Lord Hathway's family had appeared. Lord Hathway scowled once Wynne straightened up. For some damned reason, the man looked furious.

      "I will have to alter the betrothal contract," Lord Hathway said. "I can't allow my son to go to a household so ruinously cavalier with its people's lives."

      "…What?" Wynne snapped once his mind caught up to the fact that yes, Lord Hathway had actually said what Wynne thought he said. "What in the hell are you talking about?"

      "To send someone known to be allergic into a situation where they'd be exposed to their allergen is horrific!" Lord Hathway snapped.

      Teddie promptly surged past Wynne, fists clenched and a curse already on his lips. Before he got more than two steps, Wynne grabbed the back of his jacket and spun him straight back into Master Chief Alex Villa's already waiting arms. Alex head-locked Teddie, keeping him from charging straight back into the fray like the idiot he was.

      "You," Wynne snapped, pointing at Teddie who froze, "shut up and stop it."

      "This…" Lord Hathway started to say something and then snapped his mouth shut and took one sharp step back when Wynne turned and pointed a finger at him.

      "You, be quiet," Wynne said. "No! Quiet! You're nearly as headstrong as Teddie and that's horrifying in a Lord. For your information, since you appear prone to jumping to conclusions, I did not know that I'm allergic to lilies. I loathe them, have always loathed them, never stay in rooms where they're displayed and entirely avoid gardens if at all possible, so I'm not exposed to them on a regular basis."

      Lord Hathway started to say something but slowly closed his mouth as Wynne continued. His cheeks slowly bloomed scarlet as he blushed and then cleared his throat awkwardly. Behind him, on the last step up into Lord Hathway's lily-damned mansion, his son Kelly MacRae-Hathway rolled his eyes and shook his head.

      Wynne had never met Lord Hathway before. There'd been several occasions when he should have but skirmishes on the borders to Mandeep had pulled Wynne away. Kelly, on the other hand, had been in and out of his and Casey's home practically every day over the last year and a half. He preferred to run all the amendments, negotiation requests and various documents to Casey personally to prevent anything or anyone from getting at them.

      Given all the trouble going on in Neelam, the capital of Desta, Wynne certainly couldn't blame the boy for that. He'd have done it himself if he could have. That was exactly why he was here today after all.

      "I… see," Lord Hathway said stiffly enough that Wynne snorted a laugh at him. "My apologies for my assumptions. I'd thought that Miss Hildred's other father would be bringing the final contract, not you."

      "Father!" Kelly squawked. "That is Miss Hildred's other father!"

      He all but leaped off the final step, grabbed his father by the elbow and dragged him off a few yards for a hissed and very vehement little argument that had Wynne narrowing his eyes. Wynne turned to Teddie who Alex had released other than a firm grip on the collar of his jacket.

      "I am, in fact, wearing my medals, aren't I?" Wynne asked Teddie without taking his eyes off Kelly and Lord Hathway who seemed absolutely convinced that Kelly had to be wrong.

      "Yessir," Teddie said. He checked Wynne's soaked jacket. "They stayed put when you got dunked. Even that gods-cursed hunk of tin you got from the King of Thahn for helping stop those raiders back two years ago."

      "Pity," Wynne grunted which just made Teddie snicker. The ugly thing was an honor yes, but it weighed a solid half-pound and always made his jacket hang crooked when he had to put it on.

      "Still look like your normal self," Teddie continued, grinning. "Hair going every which way and beard that looks like it's about to eat your face."

      Wynne turned and glared at Teddie. "Noted. And enough. Do we have someone who can scan for charms, control spells and various skullduggery of the magic kind?"

      "Not with us," Teddie said much more seriously. "Didn't think we'd need 'em. Grey and Devan are both back at Donaghue Estates watching over Miss Hilly."

      "One of these days she's going to hear you call her that," Wynne said. He didn't laugh despite the sudden terror on Teddie's face. "I hope I'm there to see her response when it happens."

      Teddie didn't get a chance to deny it, explain, plead or otherwise beg his case for calling Hildred by her loathed childhood nickname after she'd forbidden everyone from using it. Lord Hathway shook off Kelly's hand and strode back over with a firmly dismissive expression on his face.

      "Apparently, Kelly believes I owe you an apology," Lord Hathway said in a tone that said the exact opposite.

      "Can't say that," Wynne said.

      He shrugged, working his shoulders and loosening his arms up because something had gone very, very wrong when a Lord of Desta didn't recognize Fleet Admiral Wynne O'Mooney of Desta's Royal Navy. Lord Hathway frowned as if he couldn't understand a thing coming from Wynne's mouth. And perhaps he couldn't. There were certainly spells that would muddle the mind that way.

      Problem was, most of them were as contagious as the plague, which meant Wynne was headed that way very, very soon.

      "Whyever not?" Kelly demanded as he grabbed his father's elbow again. "He does owe you an apology, sir."

      Wynne smiled, tight and grim. "Because he's been cursed and it's a good bet it's infected me, too. His magic went right through me. Anything that's infected him will have gotten me as soon as he saved my life."

      "Oh, bloody hell," Teddie whispered as the blood drained right out of his face for a second time. "No. No, no, no! I am not going back and telling your husband I let you get cursed on top of almost killed. Lord Casey'll have my balls and Miss Hilly will cut my throat as soon as he's done with me."

      Wynne grinned and shrugged. Not much to say to that. It was utterly true. Casey was going to be ripping the entire province apart to figure out who was plotting this and why. All he could hope was that they didn't send one of the assassin / spies King Roshan kept in the shadows to sort it out.

      None of them needed that kind of chaos, especially not Wynne.

      Dealing with the Queen of Darkness' Spear, her second in command? Would be worse than being cursed or dying by allergic reaction. Wynne loathed that pipsqueak and every single too-cheerful word that came out of his far too chatty mouth.
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      Hathway Manor looked substantially different when every single lily had been excised from it. The exterior was still solid brick on the lower two floors and white-washed timber and wattle on the upper two floors. As solid a place as it was from the outside, it was still ridiculously ornate from the inside. Somehow it was even worse without lilies decorating every available surface. The flowers had distracted from just how much money Lord Hathway had spent on carpets, furniture and expensive paintings.

      Several of which hung in the suite Wynn had been given when it was decided that those affected should not return home. The risk of spreading the curse infection was just too high, not that Wynne was entirely certain that Lord Hathway was the one first hit by it. It was a solid possibility that Wynne had gotten it first and then spread it to Lord Hathway by some circuitous route.

      Wynne refused to pace the very fancily appointed suite he'd been given on the third floor. Three rooms, all with eggshell blue walls plastered until they were meticulously smooth, were far more than Wynne needed. The bed was big enough that Casey would have nodded approvingly and declared it almost big enough. It was a good six times wider than Wynne's bunk back on his flagship and a ridiculous waste of space as far as Wynne was concerned.

      Too soft bed, too plush sofa in the sitting room, far too deep of a magically filling bathtub in the bathroom. At least the toilet was spelled to never stink and need no cleaning. That was nice.

      Kelly had been so incredibly polite about shoving Wynne in here, but he'd also been implacable. White-faced, shaking, but with all the force of personality that a man would need to stand up to Hildred in a rage. Maybe they would make a good match, if only Wynne could ever get that damned contract back to Casey for his signature.

      Wouldn't be soon, that's for sure.

      When Devan and Grey arrived, both their horses in a lather that would've gotten Casey to curse at them with terminology he'd learned from Wynne, they'd confirmed almost instantly that Lord Hathway was cursed. And so was Wynne. Teddie and Alex were cursed as well.

      Oddly, Kelly was not cursed despite having interacted closely with all four of them.

      That left Kelly in charge of corralling four strong-willed men who weren't used to taking orders from someone literally half their age. Wynne snorted. Kelly had handled them all well.

      Teddie sported a new black eye and had been locked into "guest quarters" down in the basement that were more than likely normally used for holding petty criminals before their judging. The room was small, dark and bare, but Teddie had a bunk with a mattress thicker than the one onboard his ship and a properly spelled chamber pot rather than a rank hole in the ground.

      Alex had the biggest pot of tea that Wynne had ever seen, which was about all that Alex ever needed to be comfortable. That plus a novel to read and he'd be set for hours, if not days. His room was on the first floor, close to that hellish reception room with all the lilies. Given that Wynne was clearly the subject of the spell and Lord Hathway the object of it, Alex had to handle things until Teddie calmed down enough to stop cursing and beating on the walls of his cell.

      That would probably take all night. Teddie and his temper. It was amazing that man'd risen so high in Desta's Navy.

      Once they'd been settled, Lord Hathway had been summarily sent to his room as if he were a two-year-old throwing a tantrum. The sight of Lord Hathway's jaw dropping open as Kelly ordered him to bed was one that was going to shine in Wynne's memory for years. He might owe his life to the man, but only because the fool was obsessed with lilies.

      All the while, the servants had been scrambling to remove and clean up after every single lily in the place. It wasn't as though Wynne could set foot in Hathway Manor until it was done. Sadly for Wynne, they got it done in less than half an hour, a speed which would've earned the highest praise for any of Wynne's sailors.

      "You're not happy," a bright cheerful voice said from the doorway.

      Wynne shut his eyes and did his best not to curse even as a chill ran up his spine. "Lord Castle. I wasn't expecting King Roshan to send you out."

      "Oh, well, you know how it is," said Chas Abaddon, the Lord of Castle Manor and Queen of Darkness' Spear, as he sauntered into Wynne's borrowed suite with its rose-bedecked décor. "King Roshan hears a thing. Lord Consort Roderick starts cursing and threatening people, waking their wife Adedayo and her babies and then everyone's in a scurry to make it stop."

      Lord Chas was a bare five feet tall with sandy brown hair that curled like a sheep left unshorn too long. His bright blue eyes were far too intent as he smiled at Wynne as if he intended to leave knives in Wynne's kidneys.

      He might.

      Standing quietly and smiling at the second most dangerous assassin in all of Desta was not at all what Wynne wanted to do.

      "We wouldn't want the heirs to scream," Wynne replied. "So they sent you out to deal with the problem?"

      Lord Chas laughed, bright and false as a wine glass made of sugar, as he perched on the plush scarlet sofa that sat next to Wynne's cold fireplace. Not one weapon showed as he fidgeted, wiggled and then settled with his legs comfortably crossed along the length of the sofa's cushions while leaning back against the arm like he was just taking a nap. Must've spent a mint on the tailoring of his rich brown silk breeches and lavishly embroidered honey-gold jacket. Even the waistcoat barely wrinkled despite his pose.

      Lavish or not, perfectly smooth and unrevealing or not, Wynne knew that Lord Chas carried dozens of weapons on his person. He'd seen them pulled out of what looked like thin air before being thrown between assassins' eyes before.

      "That they did," Lord Chas confirmed. "It's quite odd. Lord Hathway didn't recognize me. We've met, oh, a good thirty or so times. I know for a fact that I was… memorable the last time we talked."

      "Blood everywhere?" Wynne asked. "Was that the problem with the books losing their writing or the one with the cats?"

      "Oh, no, that was the one where Castle Manor burned down because evil sorcerers were trying to transform a secret Castle heir into a controllable God-Mage," Lord Chas said far too breezily. He waved one hand like that was nothing to be concerned about. "So I'm rather surprised that he requested a proper introduction because we "hadn't met before"."

      Wynne stared. "He was one of the first people there pulling bodies out of the caves under Castle Manor. Kelly told me his father still has nightmares about the stone falling in on him while he tries to pry a cremated body off the cavern floor."

      "Did he now?" Lord Chas said, tapping his steepled fingers against his bottom lip. His eyes narrowed when Wynne nodded helplessly. "Interesting that he's losing so much of his memory. You?"

      "I… don't think I've forgotten anything," Wynne said.

      He rubbed his hands over his thighs, grateful that he'd chosen the spelled leather trousers to come get the damnable marriage contract instead of full plate male as Casey had suggested. Leather at least absorbed sweat instead of cooking Wynne in it like a lobster in a pot.

      "Hard to know what you've lost after you've lost it," Lord Chas agreed far too sympathetically. "Your eyes are red. And your nose."

      Wynne sighed and gestured towards the hallway with a grimace. "Found out that I'm allergic to lilies. Mostly by walking into a reception room full of them and then having my throat swell shut. Lord Hathway saved me but then he didn't know who I was."

      "You… found out?" Lord Chas asked. He sat up properly, feet on the floor so sharply that the heels of his kid leather boots clacked loudly in the quiet of the sitting room. "You didn't know before?"

      "No?" Wynne said as his stomach lurched. "I knew I didn't like them, but I avoid them, so I'd never confirmed it before."

      "That's not true," Lord Chas said. "One of the first things you ever told me was that you were violently allergic to lilies. That was years ago."

      He stood and came over to stare up into Wynne's eyes, studying Wynne with an intensity that made him grit his jaw not to back into the stained-glass windows. Even though Wynne stood a full foot taller than Lord Chas and was a good eight inches wider at the shoulders, his heart hammered in his throat like the time Wynne had stared down the throat of a Great White and nearly lost his right arm to the beast.

      "You believe that you didn't know," Lord Chas murmured after a tense moment that made sweat bloom all across Wynne's back, throat and forehead.

      "Yes, I do," Wynne confirmed. His voice came out far too hoarse. "It's the truth as I know it."

      "Damn," Lord Chas said as he whirled and began to pace. "That's not good. Stay here. No, come with me. I need Jade to see you."

      "Jade?" Wynne asked.

      Lord Chas' jaw dropped open and his eyes went so wide that he looked perhaps twelve. "You've forgotten Jade? Blessed Mother of Gods, this is worse than I thought."

      "Why?" Wynne asked.

      He had to scramble to follow Lord Chas out of the room. Kelly might have told Wynne to stay put but Lord Chas outranked him by a good long ways. Given how people who challenged Lord Chas died, Wynne was absolutely not going to do anything that might get him killed.

      Hildred would cry and have a back-market necromancer with a demon for a soul reanimate his corpse so that she could kill him herself for dying.

      "Lord Chas, why is that a problem?" Wynne asked as he stretched his legs to keep up with Lord Chas. Short the man might be, but he moved like the wind itself.

      Lord Chas stopped and turned to stare at Wynne as if the question were unimaginable. "You report to Jade, Fleet Admiral O'Mooney, among other things. He's your direct supervisor, the one who gives you your orders and commands your fleets. For you to have forgotten Jade means…"

      He stopped, cheeks pale and eyes full of fear that definitely didn't belong there. Wynne's heart was doing the thing where it tried to climb up his throat. He swallowed it back down, shuddered and ran his hands through his hair.

      "This is a huge plot," Wynne finished in a terrified whisper for Lord Chas. "It's not some small-time mage setting the fox on the henhouse. This is a prelude to war."

      "Probably," Lord Chas agreed with a tight, dangerous smile. "Given everything that's happened over the last couple of years, I suspect there's another God-Mage plot starting into its deadliest phase. We never do seem to catch them before things go bloody."

      Lord Chas ran down the broad, elaborately carved stairs at the heart of Hathway Manor, leaving Wynne behind to his hammering heart, his sweat and his stuttering breath. A war was coming. He'd know that it was, had seen the signs coming for years in skirmishes at sea, pirates and raiders along the shores of the Sri Peninsula.

      But this, this was something entirely different from what he expected. The lords of Desta forgetting each other? Forgetting their commanders? That was a threat so far outside of his experience that Wynne wanted to charge straight home to Casey.

      Casey always made sense of things. He took one look at a room and just knew what everyone had been up to. It was a talent of his that Wynne saw in Lord Chas Abaddon's breezy prattle and too keen eyes. Damn, but he wanted to go home to Casey! Between Casey's abilities, and Hildred's ferocity, there was no chance that Wynne would lose his memory.

      Any more than he'd already lost.

      Wynne bit his lip, ran his hands through his hair, ruffling it worse than it already was. Then ran his hands over his beard, smoothing that. It didn't do a thing to calm him down. His hands shook too hard for that.

      Then he marched down the staircase to find Lord Chas and Lord Jade, the commanding officer that Wynne couldn't remember ever meeting. Might as well go meet him for the first time, again, so that they could work on figuring out who was behind this, why they were doing it, and where Wynne's ships needed to go to stop whatever attack was coming their way.
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      Standing at attention came instinctively once they located Lord Jade in Hathaway's library. Wynne wasn't entirely certain where that instinct came from. Lord Jade Bulgarelli, Lord Chas's husband, was tall and thin and moved like he had water instead of bones. His pitch-black hair fell in a slinky braid down to his hips. He was motion and grace and there was an air of deadliness about him that teased at the back of Wynne's mind.

      Familiar.

      He felt very familiar, despite Wynne's absolute conviction that this was the first time they'd met. Yet it couldn't be. Wynne knew that braid. There was a clasp on the end that…

      Yes, the clasp could flip open, exposing a thumb-length knife that would cut through a man's jugular with ease. For an instant, just a flash, Wynne saw Lord Jade spinning in battle, that braid and its clasp taking out an attacker's throat while Jade's knives stabbed into the man attacking from the front.

      Then the memory was gone, wiped away so abruptly that Wynne staggered and shook his head.

      This… why did he know this man?

      "He's forgotten you," Lord Chas said to Lord…

      "Has he now?" the strange lord with the ankle-length cobalt blue coat that was slit up the sides so that he could fight and kick and… "How odd."

      "Jade," Wynne said. He grunted as pain stabbed through his sinuses straight out the back of his head. "Fuck. Ow."

      Lord Jade cocked his head to the side, dark eyes curious where Lord Chas' eyes were bright blue and wary.

      "That is my name, yes," Lord Jade said.

      "Saw you… saw you fighting," Wynne said. He staggered to the closest armchair, collapsing into it. "Braid clasp, cut someone's throat. Stabbed someone in front of you. Just a, just a flash of memory. Then I lost, lost your name. Damn it all, hurts!"

      Wynne pressed the palms of his hands against his eyes, shaking with the intensity of the pain pounding through his head. He'd never felt pain like this. Hell, he'd been stabbed and almost gutted before, but never had his own memories turn into knives trying to cut their way out of his head.

      "Breathe," Lord Jade said softly, gently, as he put one hand on Wynne's shoulder. "Just breathe. You need not remember me, Wynne. I remember you. It's all right."

      "No!" Wynne snapped without pulling his hands away. Stars bloomed as he pressed harder. "What if I forget Casey? Or Hildred? I can't, can't let this go on. Get worse. I won't forget them. I don't want to forget anyone!"

      Losing memories was like losing bits of himself and damn but he was determined not to let that happen. The pain intensified. Wynne panted. Then whined.

      Not knives anymore. Red-hot iron bars stabbing through his head. His stomach heaved. Wynne swallowed down the acid, sucked a breath through his gritted teeth, and then shuddered as the pain abruptly went cold as ice.

      He'd sailed north past Mandeep as a young sailor. It'd been the coldest he'd ever been. Ice floes had lurked in the water. Sleet had coated the deck, turned the sails into crackling explosions of ice that rained down like broken glass when the wind picked up. The cold in his head was as bad as sucking in a breath and feeling his nostrils freeze, feeling the ice-cold air cut at his throat and lungs. Just inside his head, his poor throbbing head, instead.

      There was shouting. A lot of it. All sorts of urgent people shaking his shoulder and then louder shouting.

      Wynne ignored them.

      To the Mother Goddess' many mouths with anyone else. This was his battle. Wynne sucked another breath through his gritted teeth and blew it out hard.

      No surrender. No damned spell was going to steal his mind and his past from him. Though how to fight…?

      "Damn it, Wynne!" Lord Jade shouted while shaking his shoulders. "Don't do this again!"

      Again.

      Wynne's eyes opened and yes, he knew this expression. He'd seen it before. In that battle with the deadly braid.

      He'd almost died.

      How the hell could a spell steal near-death from him?

      When he caught whoever it was, he was going to string them up by their bollocks and use their skull for a drinking glass. He'd rip their head off and spit down the hole. How dare they steal his battles from him?

      "I've heard that last year and you didn't do it then," Lord Jade, just Jade, drawled.

      "Fuck you," Wynne snarled at him. "I would've if you hadn't killed the bastard."

      "You would've died if I hadn't killed him," Jade said.

      His laugh was a brittle thing, full of fear instead of the amusement that should come from distance and time. Casey had… Casey and Hildred had both torn into Wynne for that injury. His stomach, he'd been sent home and made to stay land-locked for nearly a full year because he'd… His stomach was still not quite right.

      The cold and the pain surged back in, but Wynne kept his eyes open as he stared at Jade. The boy, the kid that he'd sailed with, that he'd shipped from Ji-Min all the way to Nellam City. Grieving all the way. That battle was the first time he'd seen Jade do much more than sit in a corner of his cabin and read.

      It was the first time he saw who Jade actually was instead of the grieving, lost boy.

      Dancer and warrior, scholar and so damned inept socially that Wynne had given him lessons on how to talk to people so that he wouldn't be completely adrift once they got to Desta. It'd not worked very well. Jade, younger Jade, not the Jade who stared into Wynne's eyes with worry as Wynne panted and pushed the pain away, had only learned to pretend that he was calm and aloof while inside he was a flailing mess of nerves.

      "Finally figured it out, didn't
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